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Abstract 
As technology continues to develop at a rapid pace, libraries need to embrace a more engaged role in the active training of 
patrons to meet the diverse range of literacy requirements they are increasingly likely to face in their daily, academic, and 
professional lives. This paper contends that the promotion of educational opportunities should run throughout all aspects of 
libraries and embody the ethos of the librarians that work within them. If libraries are going to truly meet the needs of their 
patrons going forward, innovative information literacy training must be re-envisioned as a service priority in all library functions.  
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1. Introduction 
Libraries have long been considered primarily as places where books, journals, and other forms of paper-based 
sources of information are stored, indexed, and made available to meet the specific information needs of their 
patrons as they might arise. While the scope of these collections naturally varies within the different library contexts 
(public, school, academic, special) and even among the many subdivisions within each of these contexts, the notion 
that libraries are mainly for making paper-based reading materials accessible is one that has existed as long libraries 
have existed themselves. In recent decades, however, as technological capabilities have progressed dramatically, so 
has the capacity of libraries to incorporate an ever-increasing amount of text-based digital formats (electronic 
journals, magazines, newspapers, e-books) as well an array of multimedia formats (audio, audiobooks, video, video 
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games) in their collections. Although the inclusion of such formats in library collections has served to greatly 
expand library access to a growing range of information and entertainment sources, it seems that in many ways the 
focus has managed to remain chiefly centered around that of providing access itself. Though this approach harkens 
back to the concept of libraries as information repositories carried over from the paper-based age, it is imperative to 
reconsider if this area of service is all that libraries can and should be concerned with. 
In an age when access to information of all kinds is becoming increasingly easy due to the Internet, a library 
focused on providing access alone is clearly not meeting all of the varied needs of its patrons including a range of 
literacy needs. Indeed, along with the technological developments that have allowed libraries the opportunity to 
provide greater access to an expanding range of formats, the current skill set required of people in the 21st century 
seems to have changed as well. No longer is basic literacy, the ability to read and write, all that is required to thrive 
and succeed. Today, people must also increasingly be able to use technology effectively; they must have computer 
literacy. Even beyond basic and computer literacy, people must be able to conduct and manage their own 
information-seeking processes. Identifying information needs, exploring search options, and evaluating the sources 
that they do find are all now essential elements of information literacy required of many in the Internet-based, 
information-rich world of today. While the importance of these literacies has long been recognized within the field 
of library and information science and many, if not most, libraries do attend to them to some degree, this area of 
library service remains in a secondary role to that of providing access. If librarianship is going to truly meet the 
needs of patrons today, innovative information literacy training must be made a service priority in all library 
functions. 
2. Literacies old and new 
While the term literacy once referred almost exclusively to the basic ability to read and write, the concept of 
literacy today has come to mean a great deal more. Basic literacy, however, remains a critical first step that must be 
reached before computer and information literacy can be fully addressed. Fortunately, in many parts of the world, 
the development of functional basic literacy is almost taken for granted, as it is traditionally cultivated in required 
primary schooling. For those who may not have achieved basic literacy through schooling, both school and public 
libraries in the U.S. often still provide some degree of support (Brey-Casiano, 2006). In conjunction with other 
community-based organizations, these and other programs such as English as a Second Language (ESL) instruction 
remain small but important areas of service provided by libraries. 
As technology has become a more and more ubiquitous part of daily life for many people, the ability to use 
computers effectively has become another critical skill in the 21st century. While the term computer literacy is often 
used to denote some degree of mastery of an overall set of computing skills or abilities in relation to the computer 
such as being able to use word processing or spreadsheet software, perhaps a more thorough and nuanced 
understanding is to think of this realm of literacy as technological fluency instead (Snyder et al., 1999). Indeed, the 
word fluency seems to better characterize both the range and fluid nature of technological abilities. While someone 
may be proficient at using the current version of Microsoft Word, that doesn’t necessarily ensure that they would be 
able to effectively use other types of word processing software or even the next iteration of Word. Most notably 
promoted in the National Academy of Sciences’ Committee on Information Technology Literacy’s 1999 report, the 
concept of technological fluency not only takes into account the disparities in a computer user’s skills between 
different applications, it also encapsulates the need “to plan to adapt to changes in the technology” (Snyder et al., 
1999, p. 2), an aspect that is critically important given the rapid pace of technological change. Overall, the 
Committee noted that three kinds of knowledge were essential to technological fluency: contemporary skills (being 
able to use current applications effectively), foundational concepts (having an understanding of how the technology 
works), and intellectual capabilities (being able to reflect on and apply the use of technology to suit changing needs) 
(Snyder et al., 1999). While more and more people have now grown up accustomed to using computers in many 
different capacities, there regrettably remains a substantial ‘digital divide’ between people who have unfettered 
access to computers and the Internet in their home, school, and work environments and those that simply can not 
afford such access. For these people, much like those who may not have achieved basic literacy, public libraries may 
offer one of the only options available for improving this area of fluency (Celano & Neuman, 2010; Krebeck, 2010). 
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By providing access to public use computers and training sessions geared around specific applications, libraries are 
now increasingly at the forefront of technological fluency development. 
While it is clear that libraries have some role to play in fostering both basic literacy and technological fluency, 
perhaps their greatest role should be seen in terms of supporting information literacy. Information literacy, probably 
most authoritatively defined by the American Library Association (ALA) in their 1989 report, is generally 
considered to be the set of abilities required “to recognize when information is needed and the ability to locate, 
evaluate, and use effectively the needed information” (para. 3). These abilities, therefore, can be thought of as taking 
people throughout the entirety of the research process: from the initial impetus which sparks a recognition of the 
need for information, to the search process itself and the evaluation of sources, all the way through to the proper and 
ethical use of any information found. While obviously of great importance in academia where the ability to conduct 
independent research and incorporate any relevant background information found is a hallmark of the educational 
endeavors typically undertaken by students, information literacy extends well beyond coursework and into the daily 
lives of all of us. Summarizing the widespread importance of information literacy, the ALA (1989) put it this way: 
“To promote economic independence and quality of existence, there is a lifelong need for being informed and up-to-
date” (para. 2). 
Although the ALA’s 1989 overview of information literacy remains highly relevant and often cited, more recent 
literature has attempted to recalibrate information literacy to take into account new literacies that are still emerging, 
especially since many aspects of technological fluency have now become so intertwined with these latest skill sets. 
Some such as digital literacy simply seek to extend the central concepts of information literacy more specifically 
and directly to the vast number of new information and communication options now available online (Adeyemon, 
2009; Borawski, 2009). Another concept gaining notoriety in the literature, metaliteracy, expands on the definition 
of information literacy somewhat by highlighting the growing degree of participatory opportunities now available, 
as Mackey & Jacobson (2011) note, “to actively produce and share content through social media and online 
communities” (p. 76). Finally, another conceptualization seen recently, transliteracy, focuses on the importance of 
the interaction now possible between all of the different types of text and multimedia formats, as they are 
increasingly likely to be used in conjunction with one another rather than in isolation (Ipri, 2010). While such novel 
frameworks have yet to be fully embraced by the library and information science community as broadly as 
information literacy has been, the distinctions they raise serve as excellent opportunities to reconsider the further 
blurring of the line between technological fluency and information literacy.  
 
3. Rethinking the priorities of libraries 
While it’s clear that the importance given to information literacy in the field of library and information science 
has grown alongside greater access to information and heightened demand for technological fluency, both in the 
literature on the subject and in the parallel increase in instruction done in libraries in recent years (Grassian & 
Kaplowitz, 2009), it’s even more clear that this function still remains subordinate to the traditional view of libraries 
as collections of materials (Jankowska & Marcum, 2010). Though some have called for a dramatic realignment of 
library priorities to place the central emphasis on instruction, particularly in academic contexts (see Loesch, 2010, 
and Palmer, 2011), these voices currently remain few and far between. While many have recognized the critical 
crossroads that libraries find themselves at today and have expressed a range of possible scenarios leading either 
more towards the margins or the mainstream (see Sennyey, Ross, & Mills, 2009), it seems that the library’s 
potentially preeminent role as a provider of both information and the training required to utilize it effectively is often 
overlooked.  
Given both the noted misalignment of libraries’ current priorities retaining their focus foremost on providing 
access to a traditional collection and the demonstrated need for fostering information literacy skills outlined 
previously, it is my view that libraries must embrace a greater role for integrated training and instruction in concert 
with a more innovative approach to the materials they offer. However, beyond offering isolated information 
instruction sessions, re-envisioned libraries should build instructional opportunities into everything they do and the 
materials that they offer. Reference transactions should be thought of as training sessions in their own right and 
carried out as such as much as possible. Furthermore, the growing potential of digital convergence should be 
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leveraged so that materials themselves can optionally serve as their own interactive training materials combining 
text with all kinds of multimedia formats. For instance, imagine the potential of downloadable e-books embedded 
with accompanying audio, video, interactive games, and social networking options. The unique possibilities offered 
by advanced cloud-based computing systems could also provide entire web-based and on-demand planned learning 
programs consisting of such multimedia-rich, electronic training materials. These programs could be set up to 
recognize users’ knowledge states and previously viewed content and automatically tailor subsequent materials 
precisely to the level, interests, and identified needs of the users at that moment. Although the traditional focus of 
libraries was on ensuring access to carefully selected collections, the re-envisioned focus that I am proposing should 
be centered on ensuring access to engaging educational materials that foster information literacy and technological 
fluency in addition to mastery of the content itself. 
While it is a liberating intellectual activity to completely re-envision libraries from the ground up, a more 
measured, incremental progression from a collection focus to a training focus would ultimately likely be required 
given the realities faced by most libraries. Budget concerns and their impact on limiting how many electronic 
subscription services could be brought online are obviously one of the largest obstacles to be addressed. An even 
more important initial concern is gauging the preferences and opinions of any library’s user base before any major 
reprioritization of library goals is enacted. In the end, a library’s primary mission must align with providing its 
constituency with the services that they desire and demonstrate a proclivity toward using. If interactive, electronic 
multimedia geared toward providing individualized content and training did not match well with the particular 
library and information needs and preferences of a given library community, such services, no matter how 
innovative, would likely not be used. Furthermore, as Godwin (2009) notes, the great majority of library faculty and 
staff are not currently prepared “to employ more engaging and active methods to reach their patrons” (p. 4), as 
would be required to meet the goals of the re-envisioned library outlined above. 
 
4. Conclusion 
Although the future of libraries remains uncertain, it is clear that a significant shift from the overarching priority 
given to collection of paper-based materials to include a much wider array of electronic formats and Internet 
resources is already well underway. While most of the field has been content to simply expand the focus on 
maintaining access to an indexed collection of both paper-based and electronic materials, this paper argues that a 
much more substantive reconsideration of the primary roles that libraries should be engaged in is required due to 
both the information and computer literacy needs increasingly required in the Information Age and the new 
affordances that technology can increasingly offer. Libraries today need to embrace a more engaged role in the 
active training of patrons to meet the requirements they are more and more likely to face in their daily, academic, 
and professional lives. The promotion of educational opportunities should run throughout all aspects of libraries and 
should embody the ethos of the librarians that work within them. While such a drastic realignment is sure to face 
challenges and resistance from those who do not believe such services can or should fall within the purview of 
libraries, the realities of the information needs of patrons today demands this type of innovation in strategic 
planning. 
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